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of	 strike	 action.		 Yet	 occupations	 are	 important	 in	 revealing	workers’	 framing	 of	 social	 (in)justice.	
This	article	contributes	to	discussions	on	worker	mobilization	which	have	developed	in	Economic	and	
Industrial	 Democracy	 by	 improving	 the	 quality	 and	 depth	 of	 our	 understanding	 of	 occupations.	 It	
builds	 on	 the	 recent	 special	 edition	 marking	 the	 twentieth	 anniversary	 of	 John	 Kelly’s	 (1998)	
Rethinking	 Industrial	 Relations	 (Gall	 and	Holgate,	 2018).	We	engage	with	Kelly’s	 (1998)	 innovative	
approach	to	explaining	the	social	processes	associated	with	collective	workplace	mobilization.			
A	comparison	of	 two	factory	occupations	demonstrates	the	salience	of	 three	themes	to	explaining	
the	 dynamics	 of	 occupations:	 the	 macro-structural	 context	 of	 deindustrialization	 through	
multinational	 divestment	 and	 factory	 closure;	 the	 importance	 of	 activist	 leadership	 in	 translating	
grievances	into	mobilization;	and	finally,	an	understanding	of	the	social	utility	of	factory	labour	and	
products.	 The	 comparative	 cases	 illuminate	 how	 the	 shared	 contexts	 of	 remote	 management	
decisions	to	close	 large	factories	stimulated	similar	routines	of	collective	action,	but	with	distinctly	
different	 forms	 of	 leadership.	 In	 addition,	 workers	 in	 each	 occupation	 embraced	 political	 issues	
beyond	the	remit	traditionally	associated	with	workplace	activism	but	which	were	highly	related	to	
their	 factories	 production	 (Blythe	 and	 Jenkins,	 2013).		 This	 approach	 tests	 existing	 theories	 by	
integrating	 new	 case	 studies	 that	 shed	 light	 on	 structural	 and	 agency-centred	 explanations	 of	
industrial	relations	(Burnham	et	al,	2008).	
The	1987	occupation	at	the	Caterpillar	tractor	factory	in	Uddingston,	Scotland,	and	the	occupation	of	
the	 Vestas	 wind	 turbine	 factory	 on	 the	 Isle	 of	 Wight	 in	 2009	 appear	 as	 isolated	 examples	 of	
workplace	conflict.	But	on	closer	inspection,	both	share	parallel	dynamics	despite	the	temporal	and	
geographical	 distance	 between	 them.		 This	 paper	 identifies	 both	 these	 similarities	 and	 the	




well	 as	 a	 tendency	 towards	 forming	political	 coalitions	 around	 the	 factory’s	 products,	which	were	
differentiated	 by	 industrial	 sector	 and	 political	 climate.	 The	 analysis	 sheds	 light	 on	 agential	 and	
structural	 explanations	 of	 worker	 occupations.		 Both	 offer	 important	 explanatory	 insights	 to	
interpret	 factory	 occupations,	 which	 cannot	 be	 meaningfully	 understood	 in	 isolation	 from	 each	
other.		
The	 first	 section	 addresses	 methodological	 considerations	 and	 contextualises	 both	 occupations.	
	Section	 two	 outlines	 a	 complementary	 theoretical	 framework	 which	 draws	 upon	 Atzeni’s	 (2009)	
structural	 and	 Kelly’s	 (1998)	 activist	 approaches	 to	 explaining	 collective	 action.	 A	 third	 section	
includes	 historical	 overview	of	 factory	 occupations.	 The	 fourth	 section	offers	 a	 comparison	of	 the	
structural	macro-similarities,	centring	on	the	shared	context	of	multinational	plant	closure.	Section	






Qualitative	 analysis	 can	 reveal	 the	 importance	 of	 economic	 and	 political	 contexts	 to	 industrial	
relations	conflicts.		Case	studies	were	chosen	because	they:	
‘Can	take	a	broad	set	of	theoretical	approaches	into	account,	collect	finely	grained	empirical	






interviews	with	 former	workers	and	 family	members	 conducted	by	author	A.		Vestas	 is	 	 examined	
through	 an	 analysis	 of	 around	 thirty	 blog	 posts	written	 up	 by	 a	 local	 resident	who	was	 an	 active	
supporter	of	the	occupation.		These	reflect	the	views	of	the	occupiers	and	local	community.	They	are	
supplemented	by	articles	 from	the	 left-wing	press	which	were	 largely	authored	by	activists	visiting	
the	 occupation	 from	 elsewhere	 in	 the	 UK.		 Both	 of	 these	 sources	 prioritise	 the	 experience	 of	




An	 interpretive	 thematic	 analysis	 was	 developed	 through	 ‘a	 creative,	 reflexive	 and	 subjective’	
examination	 of	 the	 sources	 (Braun	 and	 Clarke,	 2019:	 591).	 There	 is	 an	 inherently	 subjective	













also	 emphasised	 the	 development	 of	 attitudes	 towards	 the	 closure	 and	 trade	 unionism	 over	 the	
course	of	the	dispute.			
Blogs	 capture	 ‘situated	 action	 unadulterated	 by	 the	 scrutiny	 of	 the	 researcher’	 and	 accurately	
document	 social	 events.	 	 The	 close	 connection	 between	 the	 time	 of	 writing	 and	 the	 event	 itself	




the	 most	 important	 features	 of	 their	 dispute.	 	 Interviews	 provide	 a	 markedly	 different	 form	 of	
reflection,	 especially	when	 they	 are	 conducted	decades	 after	 the	 events	 in	 question.	Unlike	 blogs	
they	 are	 not	 the	 autonomous	 product	 of	 the	 occupiers,	 instead	 the	 dialogue	 is	 shaped	 by	 the	
researchers.	 Narratives	 are	 determined	 by	 	 ‘composure’	 (Summerfield,	 2004):	 the	 need	 to	 tell	 a	
coherent	story	for	posterity	that	can	fit	within	available	cultural	framings.	Yet	the	value	of	these	oral	
history	 reflections	 lies	 in	 their	 removal	 from	 immediate	 circumstances	 and	 in	 the	 historicised	
understanding	 of	 the	 Caterpillar	 occupation.	 They	 reveal	 how	 the	 occupiers’	 individually	 and	
collectively	 developed	 an	 account	 of	 their	 actions.	 The	 blogs	 and	 interviews	 have	 competing	
strengths	 and	weaknesses	which	 provide	 an	 effective	means	 to	 identify	 shared	 features	 between	




We	 built	 on	 our	 previous	 research	 into	 each	 of	 the	 occupations.	 This	 led	 us	 to	 recognise	 strong	
parallels	 in	 both	 the	 action	 taken	 and	 grievances	 raised	 by	 the	 occupiers.		 The	 analysis	 of	 the	
narratives	presented	in	the	respective	sources	drew	out	common	elements	in	how	the	stories	of	the	
disputes	 were	 constructed	 from	 a	 worker	 perspective,	 with	 attention	 to	 accounting	 for	 each	
occupation’s	 development,	 and	 workers’	 sense	 of	 their	 role	 within	 it.		 These	 oral	 and	 written	
accounts	from	the	occupations	demonstrate	‘the	ways	that	people	organise	and	forge	connections	
between	events	and	the	sense	they	make	of	those	connections’	(Bryman	2004:	412).	
Three	 themes	 were	 identified	 across	 both	 disputes:	 the	 context	 of	 deindustrialization;	 the	
importance	 of	 sources	 of	 leadership;	 worker	 perceptions	 of	 socially	 useful	 production.		 The	
differences	between	the	case	studies	and	nature	of	 the	sources	strengthen	 the	 internal	validity	of	
the	 argument	 through	 triangulation	 (Dowding,	 2018).	 Although	 Caterpillar	 and	 Vestas	 were	
separated	by	over	two	decades,	 it	 is	notable	that	these	similar	themes	characterised	each	dispute.	
Whilst	 the	 sources	 from	 Vestas	 were	 produced	 during	 the	 occupation,	 the	 analysis	 of	 Caterpillar	
largely	 relies	 on	testimonies	 collected	 around	 thirty	 years	 after	 the	 occupation.	 The	 fact	 that	 the	
same	themes	can	be	elicited	from	each	case	suggests	that	they	cannot	be	dismissed	as	opportunistic	





Caterpillar	 invested	 in	 Scotland	 due	 to	 the	 UK	 regional	 policy	 regime	 which	 steered	 investment	
towards	‘peripheral’	areas	(Tomlinson	and	Gibbs,	2016).		The	factory	was	built	during	the	mid-1950s	
atop	Tannochside,	a	former	mining	village	in	Uddingston,	Lanarkshire,	which	is	ten	miles	to	the	east	
of	 Glasgow	 (Gibbs	 and	 Phillips,	 2018).	 	Caterpillar	 were	 an	 anti-union	 employer,	 but	 the	 plant’s	
management	were	compelled	to	recognise	unions	in	the	early	1960s	following	a	drawn-out	conflict	
(Knox	 and	 McKinlay,	 2010).	 The	 company	 restructured	 in	 the	 face	 of	 recession	 and	 Japanese	
competition	during	 the	1980s.	However,	 Tannochside	 appeared	 to	have	been	 saved	 following	 the	
announcement	 of	 a	 major	 investment	 package	 in	 1986,	 with	 government	 financial	 support	






the	 UK	 and	 internationally.		 It	 also	 led	 to	 major	 tensions	 between	 trade	 union	 officials	 and	 the	
factory’s	shop	stewards	who	organised	the	occupation	through	a	‘Joint	Occupation	Committee’	(JOC)	
under	 the	 leadership	 of	 the	 Amalgamated	 Engineering	 Union	 (AEU)	 convenor	 John	 Brannan.	
Tensions	 grew	 as	 Caterpillar	 sought	 to	 remove	 the	 occupiers	 through	 legal	 mechanisms	 which	









Bob	Burrows	 Track	builder	 Finance	 committee,	which	 operated	 a	 hardship	
fund	
Janet	Burrows	 N/A	 Wife	of	Bob	Burrows	


















The	analysis	of	 the	Caterpillar	 factory	occupation	 is	based	on	oral	history	 interviews	conducted	by	
author	A	with	former	occupiers	and	occupiers’	wives.	They	were	recorded	as	part	of	the	Caterpillar	
Workers	 Legacy	 Group’s	 (CWLG)	 commemoration	 of	 the	 occupation’s	 thirtieth	 anniversary	 during	
2017	for	the	purpose	of	use	in	academic	research	and	in	heritage	activities.	Most	of	the	interviews	
were	 recorded	 with	 former	 occupiers	 or	 their	 wives	 at	 reunion	 events	 which	 marked	 the	
anniversary.	 The	 interviews	 focused	 on	 the	 occupation	 itself	 but	 also	 had	 an	 orientation	 towards	
experiences	of	work	and	the	long-term	impact	of	job	losses	and	the	factory’s	closure.	Three	longer	








a	 defiant	 stand	 by	 Scottish	 workers	 against	multinational	 capital.	 The	 analysis	 of	 the	 testimonies	




But	 access	 to	 these	 framings	 did	 not	 lead	 respondents	 to	 act	 as	 crude	 ‘memory	 users’	 (Selway,	
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2017).	 Significant	 differences	 with	 Foster	 and	 Woolfson’s	 account	 included	 an	 emphasis	 on	
Caterpillar’s	perceived	breach	of	a	broken	social	contract	with	its	workforce	and	the	community	that	
depended	on	the	factory’s	employment.	The	passage	of	time	had	also	encouraged	reflection	on	the	
significance	of	deindustrialization.	But	 this	had	also	been	present	during	1987	 in	 the	 form	of	mass	
unemployment	 and	 the	 closure	 of	 other	 local	 large	 workplaces	 (Gibbs	 and	 Phillips,	 2018).	 John	
Brannan	 and	 John	 Gillen,	 the	 Convener	 and	 Deputy-Convener	 of	 the	 JOC,	 also	 emphasised	
international	 solidarity	 through	 links	 to	 other	 Caterpillar	 factories	 in	 Europe.	 A	 more	 dispersed	




In	 June	 2009,	 the	 Danish	wind-turbine	 producer,	 Vestas,	 announced	 that	 it	 would	 be	 shutting	 its	
New	 Cross	 factory	 and	 research	 and	 development	 site	 on	 the	 Isle	 of	 Wight.	 	Vestas	 provided	
employment	 for	 around	 550	workers.	 They	were	 dismayed	 that	 the	 company’s	 planned	 overseas	
expansion	was	at	the	expense	of	the	Isle	of	Wight	(Morris,	2009b;	Morris,	2009d).	Divestment	came	
despite	the	favourable	political	conditions	from	which	the	Vestas	plant	benefited.	Gordon	Brown’s	
Labour	 government	 was	 committed	 to	 increasing	 renewable	 energy	 production	 by	 investing	 in	 a	
‘green	jobs	revolution’,	but	it	did	not	intervene	to	stop	the	closure	(Weaver	and	Morris,	2009;	Webb	
2009;	Gall,	2011;	Morris,	2009a;	Morris,	2009c;	AWL,	2009:	5;	Socialist	Worker,	2009).		As	recorded	




factory	 before	 Vestas	 management	 and	 police	 secured	 the	 site,	 preventing	 others	 who	 were	
prepared	 to	 occupy	 from	 doing	 so	 (AWL,	 2009;	 Morris,	 2009f).	 The	 disputed	 ended	 when	 the	
occupiers	were	evicted	eighteen	days	into	the	dispute,	after	Vestas	won	a	court	order.			
The	occupation	 is	examined	using	contemporary	coverage	of	the	dispute	produced	by	supporters.		
Posters,	 leaflets	 and	 briefing	 materials	 which	 activists	 assisted	 the	 occupiers	 in	 producing	 were	













The	 Save	 Vestas	 Blog	 has	 been	 prioritised	 because	 it	 was	maintained	 by	 a	 local	 activist	 and	 was	
committed	to	recording	the	voices	of	Veatas	workers.	The	dispute	was	also	reported	on	in	the	left-
wing	press	by	members	of	the	Trotskyist	organisations,	the	Socialist	Workers	Party	and	the	Alliance	
for	 Workers’	 Liberty.	 These	 activists	 travelled	 to	 the	 island	 from	 London	 and	 were	 somewhat	
removed	from	the	dispute’s	wider	social	and	political	context.		Where	their	reports	have	been	used	




This	 section	 combines	 analytical	 frames	 to	 explain	 collective	 action	which	prioritise	 structural	 and	
agential	 factors.		 Atzeni	 &	 Ghigliani	 (2007:	 657)	 explain	mobilization	 through	 the	 social	 processes	
associated	with	 contradictions	 in	 the	 capitalist	 labour	 process	which	 they	 refer	 to	 as	 ‘the	 unseen	
dimension’	 of	 occupations.	 Their	 account	 emphasises	 that	 ‘structural	 factors’	 (Ibid)	 condition	 the	
radicalism	 inherent	 in	 occupations’	 challenge	 to	 workplace	 order,	 but	 also	 impose	 limits	 on	 it	
through	obliging	workers	to	work	through	the	logic	of	market	forces	and	the	hierarchical	norms	of	
business	relations.	Occupations	are	attempts	to	disrupt	and	challenge	the	‘almost	natural	character	
of	 capitalist	 work	 relations’,	 and	 give	 space	 to	 new	 forms	 of	 worker	 activity	 (Atzeni,	 2014:	 162).		
Factory	 occupations	 stem	 from	 contradictions	 in	 the	 organisation	 and	 control	 of	 the	 workplace	
which	 gives	 ‘room	 to	 moments	 of	 collectivisation’	 (Atzeni,	 2009:	 6).	 	Taylor	 and	 Moore	 (2015)	
recently	 analysed	 industrial	 action	 as	 a	 synthesis	 of	 individual	 grievances	 and	 structural	 conflict	







Kelly	 (1998)	 views	 worker	 mobilization	 as	 a	 collective	 expression	 of	 individually	 felt	 injustices.	
Leaders	mobilize	 grievances	 through	placing	blame	 for	 injustices	on	employers	who	are	 seen	as	 a	
viable	 target	 for	 sanctions	 (Kelly,	 1998).	Mobilization	 theory	 shares	 clear	 resonance	with	 a	moral	
economy	 perspective;	 grievances	 are	 often	 based	 on	 the	 transgression	 of	 implicit	 or	 ‘explicit	
contractual...rights’	 (Kelly,	 2018:	 704).	 Activist	 leadership	 acts	 to	 ‘stimulate	 this	 process’	 and	
‘channel	discontent’	 (Darlington,	 2018:	 619).		As	 Tarrow	 (2011:	 5)	 underlines,	 ‘contentious	politics	
has	to	be	learned’	from	a	contingent	range	of	activist	repertoires	available	in	a	particular	time	and	
place	 (Tilly,	 1995).	 Familiarity	 with	 the	 occupation	 tactic	 is	 dependent	 on	 existing	 trade	 union	
organisation,	historical	awareness	and	activist	networks.	Occupiers	have	 typically	been	 inspired	by	
precedents	 (Tuckman,	2011).	A	structural	critique	of	 the	capitalist	 labour	process	can	complement	
the	 agency-centred	 mobilization	 perspective.	 	 Kelly’s	 perspective	 gives	 key	 insight	 into	 the	
contingent	and	subjective	 side	of	worker	mobilization	but	does	not	pay	 sufficient	attention	 to	 the	
long-term	structural	factors	which	often	conditions	workplace	mobilisation.		However,	Kelly	himself	
does	appear	to	recognise	this:		
One	 can	 accept	 that	 the	 capitalist	 system	 is	 rooted	 in	 patterns	 of	 exploitation	 and	
domination	 that	 will	 necessarily	 class	 conflict	 but	 also	 believe	 that	 the	 scale,	 forms,	
outcomes	 and	 consequences	 of	 such	 conflict	 depend,	 inter	 alia,	 upon	 a	 variety	 of	
contingencies,	including	the	activities	of	leaders	and	the	beliefs	of	protagonists	themselves.	
(Kelly,	2018:	704)	
Likewise,	 Atzeni	 finds	 his	 structurally	 focused	 perspective	 compliments	 Kelly,	 whose	 contribution,	
‘remains	very	important	as	it	is	certainly	a	useful	tool	for	trade	unions’	and	leaders’	action’	(Atzeni,	
2009:	15).		Occupations	demand	an	extraordinary	effort,	over	and	above	that	of	conventional	strike	
action,	 and	 incur	 legal	 risks	 as	 they	 transgress	private	property	 rights	 (Kelly,	 1998).	Hyman	 (1999)	
and	Darlington	(2014)	identify	exceptional	forms	of	industrial	action	as	appealing	to	a	diffuse	set	of	
interests	which	often	 transcend	 local	and	particularistic	 identities.	 	Such	disputes	can	 therefore	go	




opposition	 to	 the	 adverse	 effects	 of	multinational	 plant	 closure	 on	workforces	 and	 communities.		
Kelly’s	 (1998:	 50)	 efforts	 to	 theorise	 the	 role	 and	 function	of	 leadership	 and	activism	 in	 collective	




the	 occupation	 progressed,	 occupiers	 framed	 their	 struggle	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 social	 utility	 of	 their	








Bluestone	and	Harrison’s	 (1982:	15)	ground-breaking	study	contends	 that	 ‘deindustrialization	does	
not	just	happen’	but	results	from	the	wilful	decisions	of	corporations	and	government	in	the	context	
of	 class	 conflict.	 In	 Uddingston	 and	 on	 the	 Isle	 of	 Wight	 relatively	 small	 settlements	 had	 their	
economic	security	threatened	by	decisions	made	in	distant	boardrooms.	These	trends	ingratiate	the	
importance	 of	 the	 ‘communities	 vs	 capital’	 dynamics	 of	 deindustrialization	 (Cowie	 and	Heathcott,	
2003).	This	dimension	was	fundamental	in	how	occupiers	framed	their	sense	of	injustice.		
Deindustrialization	 was	 a	 key	 factor	 in	 shaping	 the	 economic	 conditions	 within	 which	 factory	




studies	 of	 deindustrialization	 in	 Scotland	 foreground	 the	 role	 of	 moral	 economy	 perspectives	 in	
shaping	 workers’	 views	 of	 closures.	 Divesting	 employers	 incurred	 obligations	 towards	 the	
communities	 affected	 (Gibbs,	 2018).	 Similar	 patterns	 are	 also	 visible	 in	 literature	 covering	 plant	
closures	in	North	America	details	broad	coalitions	disputing	the	right	of	management	to	dispose	of	
its	capital	(High,	2003).	The	growing	literature	on	deindustrialization	requires	a	stronger	explanation	
of	 how	 objections	 to	 closures	 translated	 into	 occupations	 given	 that	 they	 were	 relatively	
exceptional.	
	Factory	 occupations	 have	 implicitly	 radical	 overtones	 that	 challenge	 control	 over	 investment	 and	
production	(Gall,	2010).	They	pose	the	prospect	of	‘workers	control’,	or	at	least	trade	unionists	using	
their	 hold	 over	 capital	 assets	 to	 bargain	 with	 employers	 (Coates,	 1981).	 Occupations	 potentially	
mark	a	break	with	trade	union	activists’	repertoires,	tending	towards	posing	heightened	questions	of	
‘class	struggle’	 (Foster	and	Woolfson,	1999).	Occupied	 factories	are	arenas	 in	which	contemporary	
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political	 issues	 can	 be	 integrated	 into	 the	 immediate	 interests	 of	 workers.	 Their	 transformative	
potential	 lies	 in	 their	 combined	 defence	 of	 existing	 rights	 at	 the	 workplace	 and	 the	 developing	
political	 consciousness	 of	 occupiers	 (Atzeni,	 2014).		 Industrial	 relations	 literature	 requires	 a	 fuller	





of	 capital	 mobility	 associated	 with	 globalization	 -	 concurrent	 with	 the	 acceleration	 of	
deindustrialization	 from	 the	 late	 1970s	 onwards	 -	 placed	 the	 closure	 of	 ostensible	 economically	
viable	at	the	forefront	of	discussions	on	both	sides	of	the	Atlantic.	Restructuring	by	multiplant	firms	
based	on	rationalisation	or	 labour	cost	savings,	 rather	 than	 in	 response	to	 losses	or	 recession,	has	
often	provoked	objections	(McKenzie,	1984).	Worker	grievances	often	centre	on	‘a	breach	of	social	
contract’,	 (May	 and	Morrison,	 2003:	 261)	 centring	 on	 a	 perception	 that	 their	 commitment	 to	 the	
company	merits	 a	 similar	 obligation	 from	 the	 firm.	 Atzeni’s	 (2009)	 observations	 are	 important	 in	
understanding	worker	 responses	 to	 closure	at	Caterpillar	and	Vestas.	These	were	grounded	 in	 the	
experience	of	factory	industrial	relations,	the	formation	of	collectivities	through	production	and	the	
dependency	 of	 localised	 communities	 upon	 the	 plants.	 Senses	 of	 injustice	 at	 both	 Caterpillar	 and	








quality.	And	 that’s	why	 the	 tractors	were	 successful,	 that’s	why	 they	were	good.	Komatsu	




of	which	was	public	money	 (Woolfson	and	Foster,	 1988).	Atzeni’s	 insights	 are	useful	 in	 explaining	
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Aw,	 it	 felt	as	 if	oor	world	was	 falling	apart	cause	we	had	 five	children	at	 the	time	and	oor	
youngest	one	was	three.	And	ah	didn’t	work	because	I	wis	looking	after	ma	family.	So	it	felt	
as	 if	 you’re	 world	 was	 falling	 apart.	We	 couldn’t	 believe	 it,	 because	 they	 said	 they	 were	
putting	 in	 62	 million.	 So	 everybody	 thought	 aw	 that’s	 great.	 Try	 and	 get	 sons	 in	 and	
grandsons.	Just	didnae	work	did	it?	I	don’t	know	why	they	told	lies	like	that.	
At	Vestas,	occupiers	also	put	forward	an	argument	that	counterpoised	the	viability	of	their	 factory	
with	 restructuring.	 Given	 the	 context	 of	 growing	 demand	 for	 green	 energy,	 Vestas’	 large	market	
share	 of	 the	 wind	 turbine	 market	 and	 healthy	 profits,	 the	 company	 was	 in	 a	 position	 to	 take	
advantage	 of	 these	 favourable	 conditions	 (Hampton,	 2015).	 	Workers	 were	 angered	 by	
announcements	 to	 shift	 production	 and	 hire	 an	 extra	 5,000	 employees	 across	 China,	 the	 US	 and	
Spain	due	to	apparently	more	attractive	commercial	opportunities	(Webb,	2009).		Employees	on	the	
Isle	of	Wight	saw	Vestas	as	narrowly	pursuing	profits	at	the	expense	of	its	workforce.		The	occupiers’	






	At	 both	Caterpillar	 and	Vestas,	 occupiers	made	demands	on	 the	UK	 government	 and	 rationalised	










in	 other	 countries	 that	 they	 were	 closing.	 It	 wasnae	 anything	 to	 do	 with	 how	 good	
Caterpillar	Glasgow	was.	It	was	the	right	size,	the	right	acreage	to	be	closed.	And	I	believe	at	
the	 time	 there	were	 a	place	 in	 France	 called	Grenoble	who	was	 almost	 identical	with	oor	
plant.	 But	 the	 French	 had	 a	 legislation	 [legislative	 agreement]	 with	 the	 Americans,	 with	






hung	 outside	 the	 occupied	 factory	 which	 was	 aimed	 at	 Malcolm	 Rifkind,	 Secretary	 of	 State	 for	
Scotland,	 who	 had	 visited	 the	 plant	 to	 mark	 the	 investment	 announcement	 in	 September	 1986	
(Woolfson	and	Foster,	1988).	
	The	 Vestas	 occupiers	 struggled	 to	 reconcile	 the	 lack	 of	 state	 intervention	 during	 their	 factory’s	
closure	with	 the	 rhetoric	of	 the	UK	 Labour	 government	who	 claimed	 they	were	pursuing	a	 ‘green	
revolution[,]	 powering	 economic	 recovery’	 following	 the	 2008	 crash’	 (Hampton,	 2015:	 172).	
Moreover,	 the	 occupation’s	 demands	 expanded	 to	 incorporate	 the	 democratisation	 of	 industrial	
policy	with	explicit	empowerment	of	workers	and	their	organisations.	Occupiers	and	 local	activists	
highlighted	 their	 opposition	 to	 ‘the	 short-term	 business	 decisions	 of	 private	 companies	 whose	
guiding	principle	is	their	bottom	line.’	(Morris,	2009c)		
These	 issues	 fed	 into	occupiers’	 demands	 for	 the	nationalisation	of	 the	plant	 to	better	 reflect	 the	
economic	 needs	 of	 the	 Isle	 of	 Wight	 and	 the	 UK	 as	 a	 whole.	 Ian	 Terry,	 a	 Vestas	 worker	 who	
participated	in	the	occupation	stated:	
When	 industry	 is	 run	 for	 goals	 other	 than	 profit	 -	 when	 its	 run	 for	 the	 usefulness	 of	 the	
things	it	builds	and	the	good	of	the	people	it	employs	and	of	the	environment	-	that	is	much	
better.		More	money	would	be	delivered	back	into	the	local	economy.	(AWL,	2009:	6)	
	At	 Caterpillar	 and	 Vestas,	 the	 closure	 of	 large	 factories	 in	 relatively	 small	 localities	 stimulated	 a	
sense	 of	 collective	 injustice.	 This	 built	 on	 solidarities	 established	 through	 experiences	 in	 the	
workplace,	 and	 the	 reliance	 of	 communities	 and	 the	 local	 economy	 upon	 the	 plants.	 Occupiers	
contrasted	 the	 logic	of	multinational	 restructuring	with	 the	commitment	of	 the	workforce	 to	 their	
respective	factories.	The	fact	that	Caterpillar	had	been	in	receipt	of	significant	public	subsidies	and	
that	 Vestas	 production	 was	 incorporated	 within	 the	 Labour	 government’s	 objective	 of	
14	
	
environmentally	 friendly	 industrial	 renewal	 encouraged	 demands	 upon	 government.	 The	 UK	
government’s	 toleration	 of	 closure	 was	 interpreted	 as	 abandoning	 economic	 sovereignty	 to	
unscrupulous	 multinationals.	 These	 parallel	 macro	 contexts	 dictated	 the	 circumstances	 in	 which	
different	 activist	 leaders	 mobilized.	 In	 each	 case,	 enduring	 workplace	 connections	 and	 collective	
investment	 in	 the	 factory	 site	 were	 important.	 As	 the	 deindustrialization	 literature	 suggests,	
campaigns	 against	 closure	 are	 not	 merely	 presented	 as	 a	 pursuit	 of	 economic	 security,	 but	 also	
defences	of	 industrial	communities.	This	confirms	the	validity	of	Atzeni’s	(2009)	perspective	on	the	
centrality	of	experiences	of	the	capitalist	labour	process	to	forging	solidarity	which	was	mobilized	in	
factory	 occupations.	 Caterpillar	 and	 Vestas	 indicate	 the	 importance	 of	 processes	 of	 capital	
accumulation	 and	 spatial	 realignment,	 specifically	 the	 contraction	 of	 industrial	 employment	 in	





and	 government	 inaction.	 Here,	 Kelly’s	 (1998)	 insight	 is	 valuable:	 the	 central	 role	 of	 activists	 and	
leadership	 is	 to	mobilize	 this	 latent	 sentiment	 to	 instigate	 industrial	 action.		 Although	 there	were	
shared	macro	contexts,	in	each	factory,	similar	feelings	of	injustice	were	mobilized	by	quite	different	
actors.	At	Caterpillar,	the	plant’s	AEU	shop	steward	committee	provided	the	occupation’s	leadership.	
Contrastingly,	 at	 Vestas,	 socialist	 activists	 from	 outside	 of	 the	 Isle	 of	 Wight	 inspired	 workers	 to	
collectively	discuss	all	options	open	to	them	(AWL,	2009).		When	the	closure	was	announced,	most	
Vestas	workers	reported	a	sense	of	helplessness.	 	Members	of	the	AWL	and	the	SWP	had	heard	of	
the	planned	closure	and	arrived	on	 the	 island	 to	 find	an	 isolated	and	demoralised	workforce	with	
little	experience	of	industrial	disputes	(AWL,	2009).			
The	 resignation	of	most	workers	was	 captured	by	 those	 interviewed	 for	 the	Socialist	Worker,	and	
republished	 on	 the	 Save	 Vestas	 Blog	 (Morris,	 2009e).		 Although	 visiting	 activists	maintaining	 that	
they	 were	 not	 there	 to	 ‘substitute	 for	 the	 workers	 own	 action’,	 nor	 to	 ‘push	 workers	 into	 doing	
anything	that	they	didn’t	want	to’	(AWL,	2009:	6-7),	workers	nevertheless	met	them	with	suspicion.		
Only	sustained	 interaction	between	the	activists	and	workers,	and	the	failure	of	Unite	to	offer	 the	
workforce	 any	 method	 to	 contest	 the	 closure,	 encouraged	 workers	 to	 take	 interest	 in	 industrial	
action	 (Morris,	 2009e).	 	 Ian	 Terry	 -	 a	 finishing	 shop	 worker	 and	 occupier	 -	 recalled	 how,	 when	




presence	 at	 the	 factory	 was	 a	 handful	 of	 relatively	 inactive	 Unite	 members,	 whose	 attempts	 at	





Although	 Unite	 advocated	 government	 intervention	 to	 prevent	 the	 factory’s	 closure,	 they	 limited	
their	support	to	offering	advice	on	accessing	unemployment	benefits	(Hampton,	2015:	165-166).	As	
Kelly	 (2018:	 704)	underlined	when	 revisiting	Rethinking	 Industrial	Relations,	mobilization	does	not	
need	to	be	formal	and	hierarchical,	based	within	existing	structures	of	the	trade	union	movement.		
Instead,	it	can	take	a	more	rudimentary	form	which	‘entails	a	process	of	organising’	among	activists	
from	within	 and	 outside	 the	 workplace.	 	This	 was	 clearly	 the	 case	 with	 at	 Vestas,	 where	 outside	
activists	played	an	 important	 role	 in	 instigating	 the	occupation	and	presenting	 it	 as	 a	 viable	 tactic	
drawing	on	their	knowledge	of	labour	history.		This	form	of	‘deep	organisation’	(Holgate	et	al,	2018:	
605)	 was	 important	 in	 changing	 in	 the	 workers’	 openness	 to	 action	 -	 and	 to	 translating	 the	
grievances	associated	with	 closure	 into	action.	Tracey	Yeats,	 another	Vestas	 finisher,	was	quick	 to	
note	how	 the	workers	 took	 the	 initiative:	 ‘I	 suppose	 at	 the	 start	 it	was	because	 you,	 the	 activists	
from	outside,	showed	us	how	we	could	do	something.		Then	we	had	our	own	way	of	doing	things’	





on	 the	 shopfloor,	 which	 was	 the	 basis	 for	 the	 JOC.	 Mick	 Ward,	 who	 was	 a	 twenty-year-old	
production	worker	when	the	occupation	began,	recalled	 ‘a	strong	union’	which	 ‘had	a	voice	 in	the	
factory’.	 The	 JOC	 was	 led	 by	 John	 Brannan,	 whilst	 John	 Gillen	 served	 as	 his	 deputy.	 Both	 men	
naturally	progressed	from	their	role	 in	the	plant’s	AEU	branch.	Brannan	explained	in	2016	that	the	
initial	 plan	 to	 occupy	 the	 factory	 had	 been	 considered	 in	 1986,	 before	 Caterpillar	 announced	 the	
investment	package.	The	plan	was	 influenced	by	 the	 relatively	 recent	example	of	 the	Upper	Clyde	
Shipbuilders	 (UCS)	 work-in	 (Foster	 and	Woolfson,	 1999)	 which	 had	 taken	 place	 not	 far	 from	 the	
factory	15	years	before:	
It	came	basically	from	what	I	was	talking	about	9	months	before	it.	As	I	said	before	we	were	





put	 up	 during	 UCS	 that	 got	 you	 thinking.	 Could	 we	 claim	 that	 the	 factory	 and	 the	 plant	
technically	was	oors	with	 the	amount	of	money	 they	got	off	 the	government?	Maybe	not	
aw,	but	maist	ae	it?	They	could	take	the	new	stuff	away	they	got	grants	fir.	But	maist	ae	it	
had	been	paid	for	by	the	taxpayer.	And	obviously	we’d	paid	for	it	wi	the	profit	the	company	






created	 an	 opportunity	 for	 shopfloor	 trade	 unionists	 to	 assertively	 take	 the	 lead	 and	 displace	
bureaucratic	 structures	 (Fantasia,	 1989).	 In	 each	 case,	 the	 norms	 of	 capital	 accumulation	 were	
contested	and	arguments	for	social	justice	were	put	forward.	These	centred	on	the	circumvention	of	







During	 each	 occupation,	 activist	 networks	were	 important	 to	 building	 links	with	 the	 national	 and	
international	 labour	 movement.	 These	 networks	 blurred	 between	 official	 and	 unofficial	 labour	
movement	connections,	but	they	were	principally	sustained	by	interpersonal	connections	or	political	









The	 RMT’s	 solidarity	 is	 indicative	 of	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 Vestas	 factory	 to	 the	 Isle	 of	Wight.	 It	
reveals	the	structural	context	of	deindustrialization,	which	concurs	with	Atzeni’s	(2009)	assessment	
of	 solidarity	 beyond	 workplaces.	 However,	 agential	 factors	 identified	 by	 Kelly	 (1998)	 strongly	
determined	these	expressions	of	solidarity	too.	They	were	characteristic	of	the	politics	popularised	
by	 the	 RMT’s	 late	 President	 Bob	 Crow,	 who	 was	 a	 vocal	 supporter	 of	 the	 occupation.	 This	 was	







indicating	 the	 importance	 of	 activist	 interpretation	 to	 shaping	 mobilization.	 The	 Scottish	 Trades	
Union	Congress,	 its	 affiliates,	 and	 the	 Labour	 Party	 supported	 the	 occupation	 through	 fundraising	
and	attending	demonstrations.	Caterpillar	was	contemporaneously	understood	as	another	episode	
in	Scotland’s	socially	damaging	and	accelerating	deindustrialization	during	the	late	1980s	(Perchard,	
2013).	 Support	 was	 actively	 solicited	 and	 mobilized	 by	 the	 JOC	 using	 existing	 labour	 movement	
connections.	 John	 Gillen	 mentioned	 providing	 ‘guided	 tours’	 of	 the	 factory	 to	 large	 numbers	 of	
supporters	who	often	provided	donations	from	trade	union	branches	and	other	organisations.	The	




and	engineers	 from	other	 factories	 rallied	 to	protect	 the	occupiers	as	 they	narrowly	voted	to	defy	
the	AEU’s	recommendation	to	adhere	to	a	court	order	by	abandoning	the	occupation	(BBC,	1987).	
This	was	characteristic	of	intra-union	conflict	and	reliance	on	activist	networks	in	both	disputes.		
	These	 networks	 were	 not	 confined	 to	 the	 UK.	 	Vestas	 was	 supported	 by	 activists	 involved	 in	
campaigns	for	a	socially	just	transition	to	green	energy	from	across	the	globe.		Brazilian	trade	unions	
sent	messages	of	support,	again	recorded	by	the	Save	Vestas	Blog:	 ‘Your	fight	 is	very	 important	to	
maintain...	jobs	on	the	Isle	of	Wight	and	also	very	important	to	fight	for	...	clean	energy	in	defence	of	
our	planet	and	 for	a	better	quality	of	 life’	 (Morris,	2009h).	Activists	picketed	Vestas	HQ	 in	Malmo,	





French	 and	 Belgian	 plants.	 A	 delegation	 of	 CGT	 union	 representatives	 from	 Caterpillar’s	 plant	 in	
Grenoble,	Northern	France,	addressed	a	major	rally	that	also	hosted	speakers	from	the	occupation,	
trade	 union	 movement	 and	 political	 parties	 on	 28th	 February	 1987	 in	 Uddingston	 (Foster	 and	
Woolfson,	 1988).	 John	 Brannan	 described	 with	 pride	 thirty	 years	 later	 how	 along	 with	
representatives	 from	 the	 Caterpillar’s	 factory	 in	 Gosselies,	 just	 outside	 Brussels,	 a	 ‘European	
movement’	was	formed	against	plant	closures:	
We	 called	 for	 a	 European	movement,	 which	 I	 was	 fortunate	 to	 be	 at	 again.	 Elected	 as	 a	
chairman	 for	 lack	of	a	better	word,	 to	make	up	a	proposal	…	 	And	 that	was	 the	European	
plants	would	no	use	or	do	any	work	that	came	fae	Glasgow	if	 it	meant	Glasgow	guys	were	
getting	paid	off.	And	I	thought	that	was	a	great	moment	in	unity.	
	John	Gillen	remembered	a	visit	 to	Gosselies	as	a	major	event	 in	his	account	of	 the	occupation.	At	




man	and	sung	the	 Internationale.	 It	was	quite	a	moment	you	know.	An	abiding	memory	 let’s	say.’	




Another	 exceptional	 feature	 of	 each	 occupation	was	 the	 encompassing	 of	 contemporary	 political	
issues.	 This	 involved	 conceptualising	 production	 at	 each	 factory	 as	 serving	 socially	 useful	 needs.	
These	developments	 confirm	 the	 salience	of	 activists	 to	mobilization.	 In	Kelly’s	 (1998:	122)	 terms,	
the	 occupiers’	 sense	 of	 collective	 grievance	 ‘fused’	 with	 a	 broader	 political	 conception	 of	 social	
justice.	However,	the	formation	of	worker-led	coalitions	around	the	social	utility	of	factory	products	
also	suggest	the	value	of	Atzeni’s	view	that	occupations	were	mounted	in	responses	to	closure	which	
put	 ‘life	 project[s]	 at	 risk’	 (2009:	 11).	 Both	 occupations	 were	 a	 challenge	 to	 the	 rationality	 of	









Renewable	 energy	 and	 global	 warming,	 and	 it’s	 about	 green	 jobs	 and	 the	 island	
economy...It’s	got	so	many	meanings	this	campaign,	it’s	taken	on	a	life	of	its	own	….	Before	
the	 occupation,	 climate	 change	 wasn’t	 big	 on	 my	 agenda.	 	Paying	 bills,	 providing	 for	 my	
family	-	that	was	my	motivation.		But	now	it’s	opened	my	eyes	to	the	bigger	picture.	(Morris,	
2009e)	
	The	 occupation	 encouraged	 some	 workers	 to	 link	 social	 and	 environmental	 goals,	 and	 work	















concert	which	had	 taken	place	during	 the	summer	of	1985	 to	 raise	publicity	and	 funds	 to	support	
East	African	 countries	 affected	by	 famine.	 The	occupiers	 handed	over	 the	 tractor	 to	 the	 left-wing	
NGO	 ‘War	on	Want’	 in	a	high-profile	ceremony	that	 took	place	at	George	Square,	 in	 the	centre	of	
Glasgow.	This	was	a	politicised	choice.	War	on	Want	wanted	to	ship	the	Pink	Panther	to	Nicaragua,	
in	 support	 of	 the	 socialist	 Sandinista	 government	 who	 were	 battling	 American-backed	 ‘Contra’	
insurgents	at	 the	 time.	On	 receipt	of	 the	 tractor,	George	Galloway,	who	was	 then	War	on	Want’s	
General	Secretary,	contrasted	this	 ‘magnificent	gift	 from	the	workforce	to	the	Nicaraguan	people’,	





eventual	 fate	 unknown.	 As	 indicated	 by	 Galloway’s	 rhetoric,	 the	 Panther	 episode	 placed	 the	
occupiers’	 fight	 for	 jobs	 in	Tannochside	within	a	much	broader	set	of	 international	conflicts	during	
the	twilight	years	of	the	Cold	War.	Robert	Meechan	worked	in	the	shipping	floor	at	Tannochside	and	
had	 been	 employed	 at	 the	 factory	 for	 over	 twenty	 years	when	 he	 joined	 the	 occupation.	 Robert	
speculated	 that	 following	 the	 company’s	 legal	 seizure	 of	 the	 tractor,	 ‘they	 stripped	 it	 down	 all	
together	and	sold	the	spare	parts.’	He	affirmed	the	meaning	of	the	gesture	of	solidarity	was	to	make	
a	 practical	 contribution	 to	 the	 struggle	 against	 scarcity,	 fusing	 the	 occupation	 with	 efforts	 to	
alleviate	world	 hunger:	 ‘We	were	 really	wantin	 the	 tractor	 to	 go	 tae	 the	 third	world	 y’know,	 tae	
work.	But	it	didnae	work	oot	that	way	you	know.’	Robert’s	reflections	indicate	the	power	imbalances	
faced	by	occupiers.		
The	 occupiers	 at	 Caterpillar	 and	 Vestas	 faced	 powerful	 multinationals	 and	 state	 obligations	 to	
enforce	 the	 right	 to	 private	 property	 as	 well	 as	 the	 challenge	 of	 sustaining	 themselves	 and	 their	
families	without	wages.	 Nevertheless,	 in	 both	 cases,	 the	 occupiers	 demonstrated	 commitment	 to	
conceptions	 of	 social	 justice	 that	 defied	 the	 norms	 of	 industrial	 relations	 by	 fusing	 or	 absorbing	








furnished	 by	 years	 of	 factory	 work,	 but	 also	 the	 shared	 dependency	 of	 localities	 upon	 plants.		
Meanwhile,	 following	 Kelly	 (1998),	 activists	 and	 leaders	 are	 central	 actors	 in	 factory	 occupations	













developed	 Western	 European	 economies	 (Clarke,	 2011),	 industrial	 workers	 have	 become	
increasingly	 invisible	or	viewed	as	an	anachronism	(Clark	and	Gibbs,	2017).	At	both	Caterpillar	and	
Vestas,	 workers	 rejected	 market	 logic	 and	 these	 labels,	 insisting	 on	 the	 viability	 of	 an	 industrial	
future	 for	 their	 communities.	 The	 temporal	 and	 geographical	 distance	 between	 the	 disputes	 is	
important	in	revealing	that	deindustrialization	is	an	ongoing	process	(Cowie	and	Heathcott,	2003).		
Both	 occupations	 highlight	 the	 importance	 of	 understanding	 unions	 as	 hierarchical	 organisations	




and	 legal	 constraints	 on	 union	 actions.	 The	 key	 difference	 between	 the	 factories	 was	 sources	 of	
leadership.	At	Caterpillar	the	plant’s	long-established	shop	stewards	provided	leadership	whereas	at	
Vestas	 left-wing	 activists	 and	 their	 allies	 in	 the	 RMT	 assisted	 from	 outside.	 These	 structural	
similarities	 and	 differences	 in	 the	 sources	 of	 leadership	 offer	 an	 opportune	 source	 of	 comparison	
between	the	competing	explanations	of	collective	action.		
Factory	occupations	against	 closure	 turn	 the	normal	workings	of	 industrial	 relations-and	 industrial	
disputes-on	 their	 head.	 Workers	 attempt	 to	 maintain	 rather	 than	 undermine	 production.	 At	
Caterpillar	 and	 Vestas,	 the	 occupiers	 articulated	 a	 sense	 of	 their	 labour’s	 value	 and	 its	 place	 in	 a	
more	expansive	 struggle	 for	 social	 justice.	 They	presented	each	occupation	as	 a	 struggle	 to	 retain	
socially	useful	production.		National	and	 international	alliances	were	built	through	shared	 interests	
in	 the	 products	 of	 each	 factory.	 On	 this	 basis,	 each	 occupation	 was	 also	 contextualised	 by	






experiences	 of	 the	 workplace,	 perceptions	 of	 the	 factories	 as	 viable	 economic	 units	 and	 an	
awareness	 of	 their	 centrality	 to	 local	 and	 regional	 economies.		 However,	 as	 Kelly	 (1998)	 has	
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underlined,	 the	 importance	 of	 activists	 and	 leaders	 in	 organising	 and	 arranging	 a	 shared	 sense	 of	





years	 in	 the	 making,	 they	 did	 nevertheless	 have	 to	 be	 mobilised.	 Given	 the	 rarity	 of	 factory	
occupations	in	the	British	context,	Kelly’s	(1998)	emphasis	on	the	contingencies	of	activist	leadership	
are	convincing.	These	dimensions	are	further	emphasised	through	the	varieties	of	alliance-building	
that	each	occupation	entailed.	However,	 this	was	also	stimulated	by	a	sincere	commitment	 to	 the	
products	each	factory	produced	that	developed	through	production	experiences.	
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